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IVEention Yankee Doodle Dandy to 

most anyone who has seen it, and you are 

likely to bring a smile to that person's face. It 

is one of those rare cinematic creations in 

which every element of the production came 

together to form a momentous achievement 

in the annals of American filmmaking. Sixty 

years after its release, it remains as endear¬ 

ing, entertaining, and delightful as it was 

when it premiered at the Hollywood Theater, 

in the heart of Times Square, on Memorial 

Day 1942. In its day, it earned unanimous 

praise, a then-staggering nearly $10 million 

domestic gross, seven Oscar® nominations, 

and three of the prized statuettes, including 

the only Best Actor award ever won by the 

legendary James Cagney. 

The Four Cohans in classic minstrel garb 3 



Jerry Cohan is forced to discipline a bratty juvenile George M. A musical biography of the first great 

American song-and-dance man, George M. 

Cohan, the film is a somewhat inaccurate 

portrayal of Cohan's actual life. However, in 

comparison to other Hollywood musical 

biographies of the '40s and '50s, such as 

Rhapsody In Blue, Night And Day, The Jolson 

Story, or Till The Clouds Roll By, it is far 

more faithful to the chronology and persona 

of its subject. 

Thanks to the enormous continued pop¬ 

ularity of Yankee Doodle Dandy, Cohan 

remains relatively well-known a century after 

he first hit it big on Broadway. True to his 

crafty nature, as the legendary performer 

began to get on in years, he thought it best to see his life story immortalized on film. His first 

stop was at M-G-M, in the '30s, where a deal for the 

story of The Four Cohans almost came to fruition — 

until L.B. Mayer refused to allow Cohan editorial 

control of the project. Next stop: Samuel Goldwyn, 

who toyed with the idea of engaging Fred Astaire to 

portray Cohan. But Astaire declined, and, eventual¬ 

ly, so did Goldwyn. 

It was Warner Bros, that eventually struck a 

deal with Cohan to bring his life to the screen, and 

in a magical bit of casting, gave the plum role to one 

of its biggest male stars, despite said star's fame 

having been built upon similar roles primarily in 
The Four Cohans: Jeanne and James Cagney, 

Rosemary DeCamp, and Waiter Huston 

gangster films. Indeed, it is now The Four Cohans perform “The Belle Of The Barber’s Ball” 

impossible to envision anyone 

fcoljornes Cagney' in ^Ihe^ole^l . ^ ^ ^ _ 

in ] 930 H. ployed minor roles ' i 

in a few films before his break- . * 

through performance as ruth¬ 

less gangster Tom Powers in The Public Enemy (1931). Like Edward G. Robinson, who struck 

big with Little Caesar the year before, Cagney became typecast, playing one similar role after 

another. Occasionally, he got to show his comedic side in films such as Blonde Crazy (1931) 

and Taxi! (1932). In 1933 the studio allowed Cagney to draw on his vaudevillian roots by star¬ 

ring in the musical Footlight Parade. An extravaganza highlighted by Busby Berkeley produc¬ 

tion numbers, Footlight Parade featured Cagney in an essentially nonmusical role; he played 

the same kind of high-energy character that had become his trademark, only this time it was a 

stage producer whose career is in jeopardy. The climax of the film, just before the big finale, 

has Cagney stepping in for an injured performer on his opening night, and film audiences were 

shocked and delighted to see Cagney sing and dance with Ruby Keeler in the spectacular 

"Shanghai Lil" number. 



Mary (Joan Leslie) and Cohan try to sell “Harrigan. 

Yet, despite the film's success, and Cagney's lauded performance, he eschewed musi- 

ils at Warners, remaining in the same type of pictures he had made before. This led to him 

□Iking out on his contract with the studio in 1935 in order to try his hand at producing his 

Ims for fledgling Grand National Pictures. During the next two years, he appeared in 

two misfires, one of which was a musical entitled Something To Sing About. Apparently the title 

was highly inaccurate, as his attempt at independence was a huge failure, and he returned 

to Warner Bros, in 1938. 

own 

Once back at the Burbank, California, studio where his fame began, Cagney found him¬ 

self being offered better pictures, and he remained there for several successful roles, culminat¬ 

ing in Yankee Doodle Dandy. This was to be his swan song for Warners, as he was about to 

break out on his own again, producing films with his brother William for release through United 

Artists. Once again, none of those ventures proved particularly successful, and he returned to 

r9kMk 1I Warners in 1949 for several more films, 

beginning with his incredible performance 

as Arthur "Cody" Jarrett in White Heat. 

Although a few more memorable per¬ 

formances followed, nothing Cagney ever 

did on-screen quite captivated audiences 

as did his performance in Yankee Doodle 

Dandy. Cast alongside him were the mas¬ 

terful Walter Huston as George M.'s father, 

Jerry, and the stalwart Rosemary DeCamp 

fames Cagney steps out as 
The Yankee Boodle Boy in the 

“Little Johnny Jones” seqnenee. 



Little Johnny Jones 
is accused of 
“throwing the race!” 

as Mrs. Cohan. Huston was an ideal choice for the elder Cohan, giving a delightfully versatile 

and touching performance. DeCamp was terrific in the picture as well, even though, at age 31, 

she was 1 1 years younger than the actor portraying her son. Cagney's real-life kid sister Jeanne 

portrayed Josie Cohan, and studio ingenue Joan Leslie was cast in the plum role of Cagney's 

romantic interest. 

Producer Hal B. Wallis (with Cagney's brother William serving as his associate) gathered 

several incomparable talents to bring the Cohan story to the screen. Helming the proceedings 

was Warner veteran Michael Curtiz, who, although best known for dramas such as Casablanca 

and Mildred Pierce, brought a superb sensibility to this very exceptional musical biography. 

With superior cinematography by James Wong Howe, Yankee Doodle Dandy looks a bit 

like film noir during dramatic moments, as opposed to "book" scenes from a lavish musical. 

Curtiz and Howe's collaboration provided just the right elements of intimacy and spectacle, and 

somehow it all comes together perfectly. 

Along with Cagney and Cohan, the other superstar of the production made a contribution 

that could only be heard —not seen. Masterful musical director Ray Heindorf brought the unique 

and unmistakable Warner sound to the melodies of George M. Cohan. Heindorf's arrangements 

and orchestrations provided a decidedly modern approach to Cohan's hits, written decades 

before, and earned him an Oscar in the process. 

“Give My Regards To Broadway” 
To create the scenario, Hal Wallis 

enlisted the writing talents of Robert 

Buckner, who is credited with the story 

and shared screenplay along with 

Edmund Joseph. As a Warner contract 

writer, Buckner had scripted several hit 

pictures; most notably, he had a hit in 

bringing the life of another American hero 

to the screen in 1940, with Knute Rockne, 

All American. Buckner's treatment was 

built around several highlights in Cohan's 

life, although many real people and situa¬ 

tions were altered for the purposes of 

making an entertaining picture. 

Where Yankee Doodle Dandy and 

the truth coincide is in the film's depiction 

of Cohan as truly the first great American song-and-dance man. George M. himself said that 

he was "born on the Fourth of July" (in 1 878), when history has shown that his birthday was 

actually July 3. (Close enough!) The offspring of vaudevillians who traveled the country, George 

M. Cohan was the third child of Jerry Cohan and his wife, Helen. The Cohans' first child died 

as an infant; their second child was their daughter, Josie. In the film, there is no mention of the 

first child, and Josie is portrayed (by Jeanne Cagney) as George's younger sister. However, film 

and fact meld in that Cohan spent virtually his entire life on the stage. During his lifetime, he 

wrote or collaborated on nearly 100 plays and musicals, and served as producer for many that 

he did not author. In addition, he wrote nearly 600 songs, the most popular of which were fea¬ 

tured in Yankee Doodle Dandy. 

The screenplay does an adequate job of communicating the bravado George possessed, 

even as a young child. He joined his parents onstage at age nine and began writing material 
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for the family's vaudeville act as early as age 1 1. With sister Josie joining the act, The Four 

Cohans eventually became vaudeville headliners, with material almost exclusively supplied by 

George. (Ever the entrepreneur, Cohan also wrote material for other performers.) 

As for Cohan's romantic interest, in the film the young George meets a girl named Mary 

who quickly becomes his sweetheart, and eventually his wife. In reality, George married an 

actress named Ethel Levey, who joined the family act, which was by that time known as The 

Five Cohans. 

As the turn of the century approached, George focused his talent on a career outside of 

vaudeville—specifically the Broadway stage. His first musical, The Governor's Son, opened in 

1901, but the show made little impression. It was Cohan's 1904 effort, Little Johnny Jones, 

that became a Broadway smash. The Yankee Doodle Dandy te 

screenplay avoids any reference to the other pieces, with ■ 

Johnny Jones being the tent pole upon which George's fame i 

was built. The film's "Little Johnny Jones Sequence" is %JS 
one of its many highlights, a musical-within-a-musical. Hfejll 

Harris & Cohan woo Fay Templeton 

and Sam H. Harris (por¬ 

trayed in the film by 

Richard Whorf). Yet it 

glosses over the scale of 

their efforts, only hinting 

at some of their com¬ 

bined success, when, in 

fact, the team produced 

dozens of plays and 

musicals, and at one 

time controlled seven 

Broadway theaters. 

Yankee Doodle Dandy highlights two major 

Cohan stage hits that date from 1906. Forty-Five 

Minutes From Broadway had a hit title song, which 

Cohan wrote for famous stage leading lady Fay 

Templeton. The song's genesis derived from Cohan's 

then-residence, New Rochelle, New York, which is 

only 45 minutes from Times Square. In the film 

Templeton was nicely portrayed by Warners contract 

player Irene Manning (who played opposite 

Humphrey Bogart in The Big Shot, and went on to 

Fay Templeton (Irene Manning) 
and chorus in the “Forty-Five 

Minutes From Broadway” 

The boys serenade Fay Templeton with “So Long, Mary.’ 11 



costar with Dennis Morgan in a remake of The Desert Song, before retiring from the screen at 

age 28). Another standout hit written for the show was "Mary's A Grand Old Name," 

which the filmmakers creatively worked in as a representation of Cohan's love for his wife 

Mary, when in reality there was no Mary. (One can understand Cohan's possible lack of enthu¬ 

siasm for writing a song entitled "Ethel's A Grand Old Name.") 

Cohan's other standout from 1906 was the ultrapatriotic "You're A Grand Old Flag," 

which he wrote for George Washington, Jr., in which he also starred. As portrayed in the film, 

"You're A Grand Old Flag" is much more about America at the time that Yankee Doodle Dandy 

went before the cameras than it was about 1906. Although the film had been in active prepro¬ 

duction in 1941, and World War II was raging throughout Europe, the talents involved could 

not have known what would occur on December 7 of that year. Ironically, shooting of Yankee 

Doodle Dandy began immediately thereafter, with "You're A Grand Old Flag" becoming one of 

the most stirring emotional paeans to American freedom that Hollywood would ever generate. 

In 1907 Cohan divorced Ethel Levey, and almost immediately thereafter married Agnes 

Nolan, sister-in-law of Cohan's producing partner, Sam Harris. Their marriage endured for the 

rest of Cohan's life, and it was Nolan 

who gave birth to Cohan's two chil¬ 

dren. Of course, Buckner's screen 

story mentions nothing of a second 

wife, much less Cohan children. As 

far as filmgoers were told, there was 

only one love in George's life, and 

that was Mary. The role of Mary 

Cohan was one of several prominent 

roles won by the very young (she 

turned 17 during filming) Joan Leslie 

during her contracted tenure at 

Warner Bros. (She also played oppo- 

“Flag” Finale: Jeanne Cagney, James Cagney, 
Rosemary DeCamp, and Walter Huston 

3ry Cooper in Sergeant York, and was 

to RKO in 1943 to play opposite Fred 

re in The Sky's The Limit. After a contract 

dispute with Warners in 1946, Leslie made only 

two more films before retiring, settling down as 

a wife and mother.) 

For more than a decade after George 

Washington, Jr., Cohan was certainly the king of 

Broadway, and with the onslaught of WWI, he 

wrote what would become his most famous song, 

even topping the patriotic panache of his previous 

efforts. "Over There" became the United States' 

musical war cry, its popularity spiritually empow¬ 

ering the nation. Although WWI was supposed to 

be "the war to end all wars," of course it was not, 

Even the Boy Scouts get 
into the act for the 

spectacular “You’re A Grand 
Old Flag” sequence. 



The rousing “Over There” with Frances Langford and Cagney (pictured center) 

and the power of "Over There" took on renewed meaning for WWII audiences, especially as it 

culminated in a performance by Frances Langford and Cagney. After the song is completed, 

Cagney looks right into the camera and says to the audience, "Everybody sing!" And, of course, 

they did, as patriotic emotion was stirred up in the hearts of every American watching the film. In 

reality the song was introduced onstage by Charles King (later to star on-screen in M-G-M's The 

Broadway Melody], and made popular on records by singer Nora Bayes. 

After the end of WWI Cohan faced a personal and professional crisis, which is completely 

left out of the film. Actor's Equity went on strike against the producers and theater owners on 

Broadway, and Cohan, being both an actor and producer/theater owner, felt betrayed by his fel¬ 

low thespians. Embittered by the experience, he virtually left show business, ending his partnership 

with Harris (which is awkwardly worked into the screenplay for a moment) and withdrawing from 

the world he loved. However, the lure of the footlights eventually won out, and after four years he 

returned to the stage in 1923's The Song And Dance Man. As was the case with the next few Cohan 

shows, the production was only moderately popular. By this time Cohan's once-revolutionary music 

seemed stodgy and old-fashioned, as Broadway success had become the domain of younger 

songwriters such as George & Ira Gershwin, Rodgers & Hart, Jerome Kern, and Vincent Youmans. 

Cohan had appeared in a handful of silent films, so it would have seemed natural for him 

to head westward, along with the other creative Broadway talent, during the arrival of talkies. 

However, Cohan stayed put on Broadway, eventually succumbing to the lure of motion pictures 

for one film in 1932, in which he costarred with Claudette Colbert. Entitled The Phantom President, 

the picture captured none of the charisma that Cohan once brought to stage audiences. 

He returned to Broadway the following year—but without a song to be found —in the role 

of Nat Miller, the American patriarch in Eugene O'Neill's only comedy, Ah, Wilderness. The 

play was a hit, as was Cohan's performance, but his subsequent return to movies in 1934 to 

star in Fox's programmer entitled Gambling, was a decided failure. 

In 1937 Cohan triumphantly returned to Broadway as a parody of Franklin D. Roosevelt 

in the Rodgers & Hart/Kaufman & Hart satire I'd Rather Be Right. The Yankee Doodle Dandy 

screenplay starts off with Cagney portraying Cohan at this auspicious moment as George M. 

is soon being summoned to the White House to meet with the President himself. The scenario 

then unwinds with Cohan relating his life story to F.D.R., right up through that visit and the 

President's awarding him the Congressional Medal of Freedom for his composition "Over 

There." The plot device may have been a bit obvious, but like everything else in Yankee Doodle 

Dandy, it worked. We see a triumphant Cagney, as Cohan, bouncing down the White House 

stairs, jubilantly joining a parade of marching soldiers in Washington as he sings "Over There." 

In this scene Cohan's life is summed up, his great¬ 

ness acknowledged, leaving the man, and the 

audience, on a very high note. 

For Cohan, the cherry on the sundae was, of 

course, the film itself, which was a spectacular suc¬ 

cess. Although he died of cancer a few months after 

Yankee Doodle Dandy, Cohan lived to see its incred¬ 

ible critical and popular success, and the power of 

his patriotism once again sweeping the country. 

When the film opened, Bosley Crowther 

wrote in The New York Times: "'Yankee Doodle 

Dandy' rode into town last night on a whole lot 

more than a pony. ... At the scene of last night's 

The Cohan family at home: Joan Leslie, James Cagney, 
Richard Whorf (as Sam Harris), Jeanne Cagney, 
Rosemary DeCamp, and Walter Huston 



premiere you will find as warm and delightful a musical picture as has 

hit the screen in years. A corking good entertainment and as affec¬ 

tionate, if not as accurate, a film biography as has ever—yes, ever- 

been made." Crowther went on to praise Cagney: "The picture mag¬ 

nificently matches the theatrical brilliance of Mr. Cohan's career, 

packed as it is with glorious humor and honest sentiment, and the per¬ 

formance of Mr. Cagney as the one and original Song-and-Dance-Man, 

and is an unbelievably faithful characterization, and a piece of playing 

that glows with energy." 

The film earned many additional honors beyond its three Oscar 

wins and seven nominations, including a New York Film Critic's Best 

Actor award for Cagney. His portrayal of Cohan was so much a part of the American psyche, he 

caused something of a stir when he briefly reprised the role for a cameo opposite Bob Hope as 

Eddie Foy in the 1955 classic The Seven Little Foys. In 1956, when Warner Bros, sold off its entire 

pre-1949 film library, ostensibly for television distribution, Yankee Doodle Dandy became one of 

the first major studio features to be seen on the small screen. It subsequently became a perennial 

holiday favorite for decades to come. The popularity of the film has never diminished, even dur¬ 

ing the most cynical social periods following WWII. After 60 years, the genius of both Cohan and 

Cagney are forever immortalized through this great American classic. 

This Turner Classic Movies Music/Rhino Movie Music album marks the first authorized 

release of the film's entire soundtrack score. Although most of the prerecordings from Warner 

Bros, films made prior to 1950 no longer exist, several tracks from Yankee Doodle Dandy mirac¬ 

ulously survived the intervening years, and were discovered and preserved in 1997. This col¬ 

lection comprises tracks that have been combined with selections taken directly from the origi¬ 

nal nitrate-composite optical soundtrack of the feature itself. Also of note in the recently 

unearthed prerecordings included on this album are several alternate takes and demos, which 

are presented in the supplementary section. 

16 George Feltenstein 

Music Arranged & Conducted by Ray Heindorf 
Additional Arrangements by Heinz Roemheld 
Musical Direction by Leo F. Forbstein 

Recorded at Warner Bros. Studios, Burbank, 
California, Autumn 1941 
Mono 

All selections previously unissued except 
tracks 5, 7 & 13 
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